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Understanding English
language admissions testing:

A guide to improve
decision-making

For decision-makers in admissions, a strong understanding of different
language tests and the skills they measure is crucial. This expertise is
influential in determining how well a student will be able to participate
in their academic community.

IELTS is jointly owned by the British Council; IDP IELTS;
and Cambridge University Press & Assessment.



Language Assessment Literacy (LAL) refers to the knowledge and skills
needed to interpret language test results and make informed policy decisions.

Language Assessment Literacy

Understand what Interpret Make informed
language tests measure test results decisions

= Student success = Uphold institutional reputation

Five key questions to ask test providers

This guide provides five key questions for universities to ask when evaluating tests,
to assess their suitability for the intended purpose. It will help you apply evidence-based
principles to admissions decision-making, and highlight common pitfalls to avoid in test
acceptance. Each question is followed by key considerations and practical steps for
score-setting, student support, and policy review.
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Is there research to support test validity?

Why it matters

Alanguage test's credibility rests on more than
marketing claims. Validity - whether the test
measures the skills students actually need at
university - is the foundation of good admissions
policy. Without independent, peer-reviewed
evidence, institutions risk admitting students
who are underprepared, which can affect
student outcomes, class dynamics, and
institutional reputation.

Published research allows universities to see
how test scores relate to real-world academic
tasks. For example, does a Band 6.0 mean a
student can sustain a seminar discussion,

or only manage short responses? Reliable,
independent validation studies help you
answer these questions with confidence.

Key considerations

= Validity: Does the test assess the language skills required for success in higher education?
= Reliability: Are results consistent across test sittings and test takers?
= Impact: What are the consequences of using this test for students, teaching staff, and policy?

= Independence: Is the evidence peer-reviewed and published, not just supplied by the test provider?

Together, these factors determine whether the test is fit for purpose and whether the results can be
trusted to inform admissions.

Q Practical action

Always request independent validation studies from the test provider, not just internal reports.

Review published research that shows how scores align with academic performance in real
university contexts.

Ask for sample tasks and score descriptors to connect results with specific levels of
language ability.

Establish a regular review cycle to revisit score-setting when tests are updated, when new tests
are introduced, or when course/visa changes affect admission.
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How are speaking and writing assessed?

Why it matters

Speaking and writing - the productive skills - are often the most difficult for students, but they are also the
most critical for academic success. Students must write essays, deliver presentations, take part in debates,
and interact in seminars. If a test doesn't assess these skills authentically, admission decisions may not
reflect whether applicants are ready for real university tasks.

Tests that only use multiple-choice or limited-response items cannot capture the complexity of extended
academic performance. By contrast, tasks that involve producing essays, reports, or real-time discussions
provide meaningful evidence of readiness. The way productive skills are assessed has a direct impact on
student preparedness and on how much support universities need to provide later.

Key considerations

= Does the test include extended writing tasks that mirror academic assignments?
= Does the speaking section involve interactive, real-time conversation and sustained argument?

® Are tasks academic in style (e.g. structured essays, reports, presentations), or are they short
and general?

= Are trained examiners and clear marking criteria used to ensure fairness and accuracy?

Avoid relying on tests that use simplified formats for productive skills, as they may fail to identify
students who will struggle most.

Q Practical action

Ask providers to demonstrate how
writing and speaking tasks replicate
academic demands.

Request sample scripts and examiner
comments to understand what different
scores mean in practice.

Avoid accepting tests where productive skills
are reduced to multiple-choice responses.

Plan pre-sessional or in-sessional support
for borderline students who meet the entry
score but still need additional development
in productive skills.
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How do your test tasks align with
academic language demands?

Why it matters

Different disciplines place different linguistic demands on students. A humanities student may need to
produce extended essays and critical arguments, while STEM students must write precise lab reports and
interpret technical texts. If the test tasks don't reflect these realities, scores may not translate into academic
readiness.

Universities that set requirements without considering course-specific demands risk admitting students who
meet a numerical benchmark but lack the language skills needed for success. Aligning test tasks with real
academic practices ensures requirements are fair, transparent, and meaningful.

Key considerations

= Are the skills most relevant to different disciplines represented (e.g. persuasive speaking for
business, technical writing for STEM)?

= Can scores be mapped clearly to the actual communicative demands of courses?

Discipline Typical academic tasks Language skills most relevant
. Extended essays, critical reading Academic writing (coherence, argumentation),
Humanities . L .
and oral presentations critical reading, spoken fluency
Precise technical writing, lab Clear written description of processes/results,
STEM courses reports and collaboration in comprehension of technical texts, collaborative
group projects communication
Business and Negotiation, debate and fast- Persuasive speaklng,.mterqctlve I|st.en|ng,
. . X : structured presentation skills, concise report
Social Sciences paced discussion writing

Understanding how test scores translate into discipline-specific performance makes admissions policies
more robust and transparent.

Q Practical action

Compare test descriptors with course outlines to check alignment.

Consult with faculty academics, English for Academic Purposes (EAP) specialists and admissions
staff to ensure requirements reflect real demands. Build a short consultation checklist (e.g., What tasks
are most linguistically demanding? Where do borderline students struggle most?).

Use insights from stakeholders to refine requirements so they are realistic and fair across disciplines.
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What security measures are in place?

Why it matters

Admissions policies rely on the integrity of test results. If security is weak, results may not reflect the real
abilities of the test taker, which undermines fairness and risks institutional reputation. Strong test security
protects against impersonation, cheating, or tampering at all stages of the process.

A credible provider should demonstrate how they safeguard results before, during, and after the test.

Without this, universities risk admitting students who have obtained inflated scores dishonestly, which
can lead to poor academic outcomes and damage trust in the admissions process.

Key considerations

= Pre-test security: secure registration, identity verification, safe distribution of test materials.
= During the test: controlled test centres, proctoring (in-person or online), task variation, monitoring.

m Post-test security: secure scoring and reporting, anomaly detection, restricted access to results.

Robust security ensures test results are genuine and trustworthy, supporting transparent and defensible
admissions decisions.

Q Practical action

Ask test providers for a clear description of security protocols at every stage of the process.
Check whether they use identity verification and proctoring technologies.
Request evidence of monitoring and detection systems for irregularities in scoring or performance.

Only accept tests with documented, comprehensive security frameworks to protect integrity
and reputation.
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Is it possible to review how test taker
performance is assessed against specific criteria?

Why it matters

A test score is only meaningful if you know what it represents. Transparent marking criteria show whether
a score reflects grammatical accuracy, fluency, coherence, vocabulary range, or a combination of these.
Without access to these criteria, universities cannot be confident about what a student at a given level

can actually do.

Detailed criteria also reveal how closely the test aligns with academic expectations, such as structured
argumentation, clarity of expression, or the ability to use evidence. If a provider cannot supply transparent
assessment guidelines, it raises questions about the test's robustness and consistency.

Another issue arises when universities accept too many tests. Interpreting and comparing multiple scores
from different tests can be time-consuming and challenging for staff to manage consistently.

An example from IELTS Speaking Band Descriptors

Able to keep going and demonstrates a willingness to produce long turns.
Band Score
6 Coherence may be lost at times as a result of hesitation, repetition and/or

self-correction.

Fluency and
coherence Uses a range of spoken discourse markers, connectives and cohesive
features though not always appropiately.

Key considerations

= Are marking criteria published and accessible?

= Do they show the different dimensions of performance being assessed (e.g. fluency, coherence,
grammatical control)?

Having this transparency supports informed policy-making, consistency in admissions, and defensible decisions.

Q Practical action

Request detailed scoring descriptors and marking criteria from test providers.

Review whether the descriptors reflect academic skills such as essay writing, discussion, and
structured argumentation.

Share marking criteria with relevant staff (EAP specialists, faculty) to support shared understanding.

Avoid providers unwilling to share criteria, as this may indicate a lack of robustness.
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There is no one-size-fits-all approach to setting entry requirements. Each institution, and even each
discipline, has different needs. What matters is that admissions decisions are made with strong Language
Assessment Literacy:

Understanding what scores mean.

Matching them to course demands.

Evaluating tests with rigour.

Making informed decisions about setting scores that fit the intended purpose.

This will help universities make decisions that protect both student success and institutional reputation.

The IELTS Partners, as the trusted experts in English language assessment, offer the reliability, validity,
and academic alignment needed to support these goals.

Student success

— -
and reputation

Stakeholder
collaboration

Robust
test policy

To learn more about IELTS, how it's scored, and what research we have to support
the reliability and validity of our test, please visit:

|[ELTS.org/Academiclnstitutions
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